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Introduction: Chronic pain resulting from breast cancer treatment is one of the
common and debilitating side effects that can significantly influence treatment
adherence and patients' quality of life. The present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of existential therapy on treatment adherence and self-compassion in
women with breast cancer experiencing chronic pain.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a
control group and a three-month follow-up. The statistical sample consisted of 30
women with breast cancer and chronic pain, who were purposefully selected and
randomly assigned to two groups of 15 participants each (existential therapy and
control). The experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of existential
group therapy based on the May and Yalom protocol. Data collection instruments
included the Chronic Pain Grading Scale (Von Korff et al., 1992), the Treatment
Adherence Questionnaire (Seyed Fatemi et al., 2013), and the Self-Compassion
Questionnaire (Manavipour et al., 2020). Data were analyzed using repeated
measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc test in SPSS version 25.
Results: The results showed that existential therapy significantly increased the
overall score of treatment adherence in the post-test compared to the pre-test (p <
0.05), and this increase remained stable at the three-month follow-up. Additionally,
self-compassion scores in the experimental group significantly increased compared
to the control group (p < 0.05), and this effect was maintained at follow-up.
Conclusion: Existential therapy is an effective and sustainable intervention for
improving treatment adherence and enhancing self-compassion in women with breast
cancer experiencing chronic pain. Given the mechanisms of this approach, including
confrontation with fundamental anxieties of death, loneliness, and meaninglessness,
and creating meaning in suffering, the use of this intervention alongside medical
treatments is recommended to improve treatment adherence and quality of life in
these patients.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Breast cancer is one of the most prevalent malignancies among women worldwide and is frequently associated with a
wide range of physical, psychological, and social challenges. Although advances in early detection and medical treatments
have considerably improved survival rates, many women continue to experience persistent physical and psychological
complications following diagnosis and treatment. Among these complications, chronic pain is particularly significant
because it can negatively affect patients' daily functioning, emotional well-being, interpersonal relationships, and overall
quality of life. Chronic pain associated with breast cancer and its treatments may result from surgical procedures,
chemotherapy, radiotherapy, hormonal therapy, and other treatment-related complications. Beyond its physical
manifestations, persistent pain can contribute to psychological distress, anxiety, depressive symptoms, feelings of
helplessness, and difficulties in adapting to the demands of long-term illness. One of the major challenges faced by women
with breast cancer and chronic pain is maintaining adherence to prescribed medical treatments and self-care
recommendations. Treatment adherence is influenced not only by the physical burden of the disease but also by patients'
psychological resources, beliefs, emotional experiences, and ability to cope with illness-related difficulties. In this context,
self-compassion, which refers to treating oneself with kindness, understanding, and acceptance during periods of suffering
and personal difficulty, may play an important role in promoting psychological adjustment. Individuals with higher levels
of self-compassion are generally better able to acknowledge painful experiences without excessive self-criticism,
recognize suffering as part of the shared human experience, and maintain a balanced perspective toward negative
emotions. These characteristics may be particularly relevant for women coping with cancer-related chronic pain.
Existential therapy offers a potentially valuable psychological approach for addressing the complex emotional and
existential concerns associated with chronic illness. Grounded in existential philosophy and the theoretical contributions
of prominent existential psychotherapists, including Rollo May and Irvin Yalom, this approach emphasizes fundamental
human concerns such as death, freedom, responsibility, isolation, and meaninglessness. Through therapeutic exploration
of these existential themes, individuals are encouraged to confront the realities of their condition, reconsider personal
values, discover meaning in suffering, and develop a greater sense of responsibility and authenticity in their lives. Group-
based existential therapy may additionally provide opportunities for interpersonal connection, mutual understanding,
emotional expression, and the recognition of shared human experiences, thereby reducing feelings of isolation and
facilitating psychological growth. Despite the potential relevance of existential therapy for individuals living with serious
illnesses, further investigation is needed to determine its effectiveness in improving treatment adherence and self-
compassion among women experiencing breast cancer-related chronic pain. Therefore, the present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of group existential therapy in improving treatment adherence and self-compassion in women
with breast cancer who experience chronic pain. Specifically, the study examined changes in these variables from pretest
to posttest and assessed whether the therapeutic effects were maintained at a three-month follow-up.

Methods

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a control group and a three-month follow-up. The
statistical sample consisted of 30 women with breast cancer and chronic pain, who were purposefully selected and
randomly assigned to two groups of 15 participants each (existential therapy and control). The experimental group
received eight 90-minute sessions of existential group therapy based on the May and Yalom protocol. Data collection
instruments included the Chronic Pain Grading Scale (Von Korff et al., 1992), the Treatment Adherence Questionnaire
(Seyed Fatemi et al., 2013), and the Self-Compassion Questionnaire (Manavipour et al., 2020). Data were analyzed using
repeated measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc test in SPSS version 25.

Results

The results showed that existential therapy significantly increased the overall score of treatment adherence in the post-
test compared to the pre-test (p < 0.05), and this increase remained stable at the three-month follow-up. Additionally, self-
compassion scores in the experimental group significantly increased compared to the control group (p < 0.05), and this
effect was maintained at follow-up.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that group existential therapy is an effective psychological intervention for
improving treatment adherence and self-compassion among women with breast cancer who experience chronic pain. The
results demonstrated significant improvements in overall treatment adherence scores in the experimental group following
the intervention compared with the pre-intervention assessment. Furthermore, these improvements were maintained at
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the three-month follow-up, suggesting that the positive effects of existential group therapy were relatively stable over
time. Similarly, participants who received existential therapy demonstrated significantly higher levels of self-compassion
than those in the control group, and these improvements were also sustained during the follow-up period. Taken together,
these findings highlight the potential value of existentially oriented psychological interventions in addressing some of the
psychological challenges associated with chronic pain and long-term cancer treatment. The beneficial effects of existential
therapy on treatment adherence may be understood in terms of its emphasis on personal responsibility, awareness,
meaning-making, and active engagement with life despite the presence of suffering. Women living with breast cancer
may experience uncertainty about the future, fear of disease progression, concerns about mortality, and difficulties
accepting changes in their physical appearance and personal identity. Such experiences can undermine motivation,
emotional stability, and adherence to demanding medical treatment regimens. By providing a supportive therapeutic
environment in which participants can explore these concerns, existential therapy may help them develop a more coherent
understanding of their experiences and recognize their capacity to make meaningful choices. Greater awareness of
personal values and responsibilities may, in turn, strengthen motivation to participate actively in medical treatment and
self-care practices. The observed improvement in self-compassion may also be explained by the existential emphasis on
accepting human vulnerability, acknowledging suffering, and recognizing the universal nature of difficult life experiences.
Through group discussions, emotional sharing, and reflection on fundamental existential concerns, participants may have
developed greater acceptance of their physical and psychological limitations and learned to respond to their suffering with
less self-criticism and greater understanding. Moreover, interpersonal interactions within the group may have fostered a
sense of belonging and reduced feelings of isolation, allowing participants to recognize that their emotional struggles are
not unique or uncommon. From a clinical perspective, the findings suggest that group existential therapy may serve as a
useful complementary psychological intervention alongside conventional medical treatment for women with breast cancer
and chronic pain. Integrating this approach into psycho-oncology and supportive care services may contribute to improved
psychological adjustment, stronger engagement in treatment, and enhanced emotional well-being. Nevertheless, the
findings should be interpreted in light of certain limitations, including the relatively small sample size, the use of
purposive sampling, and the restriction of follow-up assessment to three months. Future studies involving larger and more
diverse samples, longer follow-up periods, and comparisons with other psychological interventions are recommended.
Overall, group existential therapy appears to be a promising approach for supporting treatment adherence and
strengthening self-compassion in women coping with breast cancer-related chronic pain.
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